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[57] ABSTRACT

Gaseous oxygen is produced under 2 medium pressure
which is higher than atmospheric pressure, and lower
than a so-called high pressure. The medium pressure
may also vary with time after which gaseous oxygen is
brought to the high pressure. Each of the adsorbers of a
high pressure PSA (Pressure swing Adsorption) ad-
sorption device, ‘undergoes a cycle including the fol-
lowing stage: (a) a stage of first pressure surge from a
low pressure of the low pressure cycle to the medium
pressure, during which oxygen under a medium pres-
sure is introduced at a first end or outlet end, of the
adsorber; (b) a stage of second pressure surge up to the
high pressure; (c) a stage of production under high
pressure, during which a gas substantially below the
high pressure containing at least one component which
is more easily adsorbed than oxygen, is introduced
through a second end, or inlet end of the adsorber the
gas being for example air, the first end being open; and
(d) a stage of decompression to the low pressure of the

_cycle. An apparatus for carrying out this process is also

disclosed.

12 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets
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PROCESS FOR THE PRODUCTION OF GASEOUS
OXYGEN UNDER PRESSURE

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

(a) Field of the Invention

The present invention concerns a process for the
production of gaseous oxygen under a so-called high
pressure which may vary with time, in which the gase-
ous oxygen is produced under a medium pressure which
is higher than atmospheric pressure but lower than said
high pressure, the medium pressure may vary with time,
after which the pressure of this gaseous oxygen is raised
to the above-mentioned high pressure.

(b) Description of Prior Art

Some processes for the production of oxygen do not
permit to directly producing this gas under high pres-
sures of the order of 10 to 15 bars. In particular, the
process for the separation of air by adsorption PSA
(Pressure Swing Adsorption), which utilises the proper-
ties of preferential adsorption of nitrogen by certain
zeolite molecular sieves (type 5A or 13X), enables pro-
ducing oxygen up to a content of the order of 95%.
However, the performances of this process decrease
when the highest pressure of the adsorption cycle ex-
ceeds a few bars. It is then necessary to compress the
oxygen produced (this term will designate pure oxygen
or a gas with a high oxygen content) by means of an
oxygen compressor to reach the high pressure desired.

Oxygen compressors are apparatuses which are much
more expensive than air compressors and require highly
developed safety measures. Thus, the cost associated
with such a compressor can represent up to 25% of the
total investment for a PSA installation.

It is an aim of the invention to make it possible to
dispense with the oxygen compressor.

SUMMARY OF INVENTION

For this purpose, it is an object of the present inven-
tion to provide a process of the type mentioned above,
wherein each of the n adsorbers of a high pressure PSA
(Pressure Swing Adsorption) adsorption device under-
goes a cycle of duration T comprising the following
stages, a time gap T/n being provided during the cycle
from one adsorber to the next one:

(a) a stage of first pressure surge from a low pressure
of the low pressure cycle, to the medium pressure, dur-
ing which oxygen under a medium pressure is intro-
duced at a first end, or outlet end, of the adsorber;

(b) a stage of second pressure surge up to the high
pressure;

(c) a production stage under high pressure, during
which a gas substantially under said high pressure con-
taining at least one component which is more easily
adsorbed than oxygen, is introduced through a second
end, or inlet end, of the adsorber, this gas being for
example air, the first end being open; and
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(d) a stage of decompression to the low pressure of g

the cycle.

Between stages (c) and (d), the cycle can include a
stage for complementary production under high pres-
sure by counter-current decompression of the adsorber,
the inlet end being closed.

According to an embodiment, oxygen at medium
pressure is produced by separation of air by means of a
low pressure adsorption PSA device which operates

2
between the medium pressure and a low pressure which
is lower than the latter.

Preferably, the cycle for each adsorber of the low
pressure PSA device comprises a production stage at
medium pressure which takes place simultaneously as
stage (a) of an adsorber of the high pressure PSA device
and during which the oxygen outlet end of the adsorber
of the low pressure PSA device is connected to said first
end of the adsorber of the high pressure PSA device.

It is also an object of the invention to provide an
apparatus intended to carry out such a process, and
more specifically an apparatus for the production of
gaseous oxygen under a so-called high pressure which
may vary with time, of the type comprising means for
the production of gaseous oxygen under a medium pres-
sure which is higher than atmospheric pressure and
lower than the high pressure, this medium pressure may
also vary with time, and compression means to bring the
gaseous oxygen to the high pressure, characterized in
that the compression means comprise a high pressure
PSA (Pressure Swing Adsorption) adsorption device
the latter comprising means for feeding a gas under high
pressure containing at least a component which is more
readily adsorbable than oxygen, such as air.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

A few examples enabling carrying out the invention
will now be described with reference to the annexed
drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a schematic illustration of the principle of
the invention;

FIG. 2 is a schematic representation of an apparatus
according to the invention utilizing the principle of
FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating the operation of the
apparatus of FIG. 2; and

FIGS. 4 and § are analogous diagrams corresponding

- t0 two variants.

DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENTS

According to the example of FIG. 1, to produce
oxygen under a high pressure of the order of 10 to 15
bars, two PSA adsorption devices are used, namely
device 1, so-called low pressure device, and a device 2,
so-called high pressure device, a medium pressure air
compressor 3 and a high pressure air compressor 4.

Atmospheric air, compressed under a mean pressure
of the order of 2 to 5 bars by means of compressor 3, is
separated by device 1, which produces on the one hand,
through a duct 5, under the mean pressure, oxygen with
a purity up to about 95%, and on the other hand,
through a duct 6, a residual gas under a low pressure
which can be the atmospheric pressure or a pressure
lower than the latter.

Under conditions which will be explained in detail
later, the oxygen under mean pressure is received by
device 2, in which duct 5 ends, this device 2 being also
supplied with air under high pressure by means of com-
pressor 4. Device 2 delivers, on the one hand, oxygen

- under the high pressure, through a duct 7, and on the
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other hand, through a duct 8, a residual gas under a low
pressure which is for example atmospheric pressure.
FIG. 2 represents in more detail an apparatus corre-
sponding to FIG. 1, in which each PSA device com-
prises two adsorbers, respectively 10,11 and 12,13.
These adsorbers are filled with an adsorbent which
preferentially adsorbs nitrogen with respect to oxygen,
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such as a molecular sieve of type 5A or 13X. If desired,
each adsorber may include at its base a layer of another
adsorbent having a desiccating effect, such as alumina
or silica gel.

Each adsorber includes an inlet at its lower end, and
an outlet at its upper end. When the treated gas circu-
lates from the inlet to the outlet, this defines a so-called
co-current direction of circulation. The opposite direc-
tion of circulation is called counter-current.

In the case where a molecular sieve is used, if the
difference between the low pressure of the PSA HP and
the high pressure of the PSA LP is of the order of 2 bars
and the pressure of oxygen HP is of 10 to 15 bars, the
volume of adsorbent required by the PSA HP is be-
tween 10 and 15 times smaller than that of the PSA LP,
the flow of air supplied to the PSA HP being moreover
5 to 8 times smaller than the flow of air supplied to the
PSA LP.

A duct 14 connects the outlet of the compressor 3 to
the inlet of the adsorbers 10 and 11 which are also con-
nected to the duct 6 which is used to discharge the
residual gas to the atmosphere; the latter is provided
with a flow regulating device 15.

The duct 5 is connected to the outlet of each adsorber
10 to 13 and comprises a flow regulating device 18.
Diluting and equilibrating ducts 19 and 20, each pro-
vided with a flow regulating device, connect together
the outlets of the adsorbers 10 and 11.

A duct 21 connects the outlet of the compressor 4 to
the inlets of the adsorbers 12 and 13, which are also
connected to the duct 8 which is used for discharging
residual ‘gas to the atmosphere; the latter is provided
with a regulating device 22. The ducts 6 and 8 end in a
common duct or air exit 23 provided with a muffler 24.

The outlets of the adsorbers 12 and 13 are connected
to the high pressure oxygen production duct via a
buffer container 25, and they are connected together by
means of an equilibrating duct 26 provided with a flow
regulating device.

The apparatus also comprises a certain number of
valves enabling to assist in the operating cycle which
will be described below with reference to FIG. 3.

In FIG. 3, where the times t are indicated on the
abscissae and the absolute pressures P on the ordinates,
the lines which are oriented with arrows indicate the
movements and destinations of the gaseous flows; when
the arrows are parallel to the ordinate axis, they indicate
in addition the direction of circulation in an adsorber:
when an arrow is in the direction of the increasing
ordinates (towards the upper portion of the diagram),
the direction of the flow in the adsorber is co-current; if
the arrow directed towards the upper portion of the
diagram is located below the line indicating the pressure
of the adsorber, the flow enters the adsorber through
the inlet end of the adsorber; if the arrow, directed
towards the upper portion, is located above the line
indicating the pressure, the flow exits from the adsorber
through the outlet end of the adsorber, the inlet and
outlet ends being respectively those of the gas intro-
duced into the adsorber under consideration and of the
gas withdrawn from this same adsorber in the produc-
tion stage; when an arrow is in the direction of the
decreasing ordinates (towards the bottom of the dia-
gram), the direction of the flow in the adsorber is coun-
ter-current. If the arrow directed towards the bottom is
located below the line indicating the pressure of the
adsorber, the flow exits from the adsorber through the
inlet end of the adsorber; if the arrow directed towards
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the bottom is located above the line indicating the pres-
sure, the flow enters the adsorber through the outlet
end of the adsorber, the inlet and outlet ends being
always those of the gas introduced and the gas with-
drawn in the production stage. On the other hand, there
are indicated in full lines the gaseous flows which are
exclusively concerned with an adsorber and in dotted
lines the gaseous flows originating from or in the direc-
tion of other adsorbers.

FIG. 3 comprises in fact two diagrams, including a
lower diagram D1 illustrating the cycle, so-called
“cycle LP” of an adsorber of the device 1, for example
adsorber 10, and an upper diagram D2 which illustrate
that, so-called “cycle HP”, of the adsorber correspond-
ing to device 2, which is for example adsorber 12. The
cycles of the two other adsorbers 11 and 13 are deduced
from time gap T/2, where T represents the duration of
the cycle.

In this example, the stages of the two cycles corre-
spond in time and will therefore be described in parallel
fashion. Cycle LP evolves between atmospheric pres-
sure Pa and a high pressure Plp comprised between 3
and 5 bars, while cycle HP evolves between atmo-
spheric pressure and a high pressure Php situated for
example between 10 and 15 bars. The durations T of the
cycles HP and LP are the same, and are of the order of
1 to 3 mn for example.

The cycles LP and HP comprise the following stages:

(1) from t=0to t1:

cycle LP : the adsorber 10 co-currently produces
oxygen at medium pressure and at an increasing
pressure up to pressure Plp, air being introduced
co-currently via its inlet.

cycle HP : the adsorber 12 is counter-currently
recompressed from atmospheric pressure to a
pressure at most equal to Plp. by introduction of
a portion of the gas produced by the adsorber 10.

(2) from t1 to t2 :

cycle LP : the adsorber 10 is co-currently decom-
pressed to pressure Pel by pressure equilibration
with the other adsorber 11 at the start of the
recompression (phase (5) described below).

cycle HP : the adsorber 12 is recompressed to pres-
sure Pe2, simultaneously, co-currently by means
of air introduced through its inlet end and coun-
ter-currently with gas originating from the equi-
libration of pressures with the second adsorber
13 stage (5) described below.

(3) from t2 to t3 :

cycle LP : the adsorber 10 is counter-currently
decompressed to atmospheric pressure by
contact with air.

cycle HP : the adsorber 12 is co-currently recom-
pressed with air, to a pressure substantially equal
to Php.

(4) fromt3totd:

cycle LP : the adsorber 10 undergoes a dilution at
a pressure substantially equal to atmospheric
pressure by means of gas withdrawn from the
gas produced in the other adsorber 11 in stage (1)
described above, the gas circulating in counter-
current.

cycle HP : the adsorber 12 co-currently produces
oxygen at a pressure in the neighbourhood of
Php, air being co-currently introduced through
the inlet of this adsorber.

(5) fromt4 to t5:
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cycle LP : the adsorber 10 is recompressed from
atmospheric pressure to the intermediate pres-
sure Pel on the one hand by co-currently intro-
ducing the air to be treated, through its inlet end,
on the other hand by counter-currently introduc-
ing a rich oxygen gas produced in the adsorber
11 in stage (2) described above, i.e. by equilibrat-
ing the pressure between the two adsorbers.

cycle HP : the adsorber 12 is co-currently decom-
pressed to an intermediate pressure Pe2. The gas
extracted is used to counter-currently recom-
press the other adsorber 13 in stage (2) described
above, i.e. by equilibrating the pressures between
the two adsorbers.

(6) fromt5to t6=T :

cycle LP : adsorber 10 is recompressed to a pres-
sure very close to Plp by means of co-currently
introduced air.

cycle HP : the adsorber is counter-currently de-
compressed to atmospheric pressure, by contact
with air.

It should be noted that the durations of the various
stages (1) to (6) are equal for the two cycles only for
simplicity reasons, but could be different. However, if
stages (1) of the two cycles, where the two adsorbers 10
and 12 are connected in series, are not simultaneous and
of the same duration, it is necessary to use a supplemen-
tary buffer capacity for medium pressure oxygen.

Preferably, high pressure oxygen produced in stage
(4) is stored in the buffer container 25 to give a regular
production on line 7. As indicated in dotted line, as a
variant, during stage (3) of cycle HP, it is possible to
simultaneously recompress adsorber 12 with co-cur-
rently introduced air and with counter-currently intro-
duced gas taken from the buffer capacity 25. On the
other hand, by selecting the durations of the stages so
that t4 —t1=T/2, the compressors 3 and 4 continuously
feed the respective devices 1 and 2.

Also as a variant, as indicated in dotted line in FIG. 3,
the stage (1) of cycle HP may also include a dilution, by
allowing a flow of gas to escape by the inlet to the
adsorber, or else this stage (1) can be divided into two
steps : from t=0 to t'1, dilution under atmospheric pres-
sure with oxygen produced by adsorber 10, and, from
t'1 to t1, recompression with medium pressure oxygen
from atmospheric pressure to Pip.

The cycle illustrated in FIG. 4 corresponds to the
case wherein each device 1,2 includes three adsorbers.
The cycles have a time gap of T/3 from an adsorber LP
{or HP) to the next one. Otherwise, the same stages are
essentially the same as previously, in the same order,
except that the recompression of the adsorber LP is
carried out without admitting air, i.e. only with coun-
ter-current flow, by equilibrating the pressures in stage
(5) and, in stage (6), by introducing medium pressure
oxygen withdrawn at the outlet of another adsorber LP
in stage (1). On the other hand, the durations of the
stages are different between the two cycles, only stage
(1) being simultaneous for the two cycles from t=0 to
t1=t'1=T/3. Moreover, stages (4) of the two cycles
end at the same moment t4==t'4=2T/3; the two air
compressors consequently supply continuously the re-
spective devices 1 and 2.

Also indicated in FIG. 4, in dotted line, is the variant
of the cycle HP in which there is provided, when de-
compression is over, a dilution stage of the adsorber at
atmospheric pressure with gas produced by an adsorber
LP in stage (1). Moreover, the end of the recompression
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of the adsorber HP (stage (3)) may require, as previ-
ously, a simultaneous supply of high pressure oxygen
(counter-current) and high pressure air (co-current).

FIG. 5 shows a cycle absolutely analogous to that of
FIG. 4, in a form including a dilution stage in the cycle
HP, carried out with devices 1 and 2 comprising four
adsorbers. The cycle LP differs from that of FIG. 4 in
that the dilution gas is no longer withdrawn from the
production of the adsorber LP in stage (1), but comes
from a second co-current decompression of another
adsorber LP, from 12 to t""2>13. With the indications of
FIG. 3, we have t1=t1=T/4, t"2=t3=T/2,
t4=t'4=3T/4,t6 =t'6==T. As the stage (4) of cycle HP
has a duration T/4, the production of high pressure
oxygen is continuous, and the buffer container 25 can be
removed. Moreover, as illustrated, the final recompres-
sion of the adsorber HP (stage (3)) can be carried out
only with counter-current flow by means of high pres-
sure oxygen.

The equation t'4—t'3=t1=T/4 implies that the two
air compressors supply again permanently devices 1 and
2.

In the present specification, “‘equilibrating” means an
operation consisting in connecting two adsorbers hav-
ing different pressures, in order to reduce the difference
of the pressures; this operation can either be carried out
until the pressures are equal, or can be interrupted be-
fore obtaining this equilization.

The device illustrated in FIG. 2 corresponds to the
cycles represented in full lines in FIG. 3. One skilled in
the art will easily understand how it can be modified to
carry out the other cycles described above.

It should also be noted that the number of adsorbers
and the adsorbants of devices 1 and 2 can be different, as
well as the durations of the two cycles. The high and
low pressures of the cycle LP can be selected from

“ranges which are very different.

A still another:

the pressures used for producing medium pressure
oxygen and high pressure oxygen can vary in the
course of a same cycle;

the production of high pressure oxygen can be com-

pleted by a production starting with- co-current
decompression, the inlet of the adsorber being
closed;
the low pressure of cycle HP can be lower than atmo-
spheric pressure, a vacuum pump or the like being
then used at the end of the decompression step;

the supply of air to device 1 can be obtained by with-
drawing air at the outlet of an intermediate stage of
the compressor 4.

The essential role of device 2 is to compress at high
pressure then to flush the oxygen so compressed, by
means of HP air. If the high pressure is not too high,
device 2 will additionally produce a small quantity of
additional high pressure oxygen from HP air introduced
in device 2.

Many variants are possible for cycle BP. The mean
pressure oxygen can even be supplied with another
apparatus than PSA.

We claim:

1. A process for producing oxygen at a first super-
atmospheric pressure by means of a high pressure PSA
device comprising bringing n adsorbers, into which
oxygen is introduced that has been produced at a sec-
ond pressure, intermediate between atmospheric pres-
sure and the first pressure, to the first pressure, wherein
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each of the n adsorbers undergoes a cycle, having a
duration T, comprising the following stages:

(a) a first recompression from a third pressure lower
than the second pressure, to substantially said sec-
ond pressure, during which oxygen at the second
pressure is introduced into a first end of the ad-
sorber;

(b) a second recompression from the second pressure
to substantially said first pressure;

(c) a production stage, during which an oxygen-con-
taining gas substantially at said first pressure is
introduced into a second end of the adsorber, the
first end being open, and

(d) a decompression to the third pressure,

the cycle being shifted with a frequency T/n from
one adsorber to a subsequent adsorber.

2. Process according to claim 1, wherein, between
stages (c) and (d), the cycle comprises a stage of com-
plementary production, at the first pressure by co-cur-
rent decompression of the adsorber, said second end
being closed.

3. Process according to claim 1, wherein during at
least a portion of stage (b), oxygen substantially at the
first pressure is introduced through said first end of the
adsorber.

4. Process according to claim 1, wherein during at
least a portion of stage (b), there is carried out a pressure
equilization with another adsorber in stage (d).

5. Process according to claim 1, wherein during at
least a portion of stage (b), an oxygen-containing gas is
introduced through said second end of the adsorber.

6. Process according to claim 1, wherein the cycle
comprises, between the end of stage (d) and the start of
stage (a) or simultaneously to the latter, a stage (e) of
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8
counter-current dilution by means of oxygen at the
second pressure.

7. Process according to claim 1, wherein the third
pressure is lower than atmospheric pressure.

8. Process according to claim 1, wherein the cycle of
each adsorber of the low pressure PSA device com-
prises a production stage at the second pressure simulta-
neously to stage (a) of an adsorber of the high pressure
PSA device and during which, an outlet end of the
adsorber of the low pressure PSA device is connected
to said first end of the adsorber of the high pressure
PSA device.

9. Process according to claim 1 wherein n=4 and the
stage (c) lasts T/4.

10. An apparatus for producing oxygen at a first su-
per-atmospheric pressure, comprising means for pro-
ducing oxygen at a second pressure, intermediate be-
tween atmospheric pressure and the first pressure, and
means for raising the oxygen pressure from the second
pressure to the first pressure, said pressure raising means
comprising a high-pressure PSA device including feed-
ing means for feeding an oxygen-containing gas at the
first pressure to said high pressure device.

11. Apparatus according to claim 10, wherein said
means for producing oxygen at the second pressure
comprise a low pressure PSA adsorption device con-
nected to the outlet of a compressor discharging at the
second pressure.

12. Apparatus according to claim 11, wherein said
oxygen-containing gas being air, said feeding means
comprising an air compressor having at least two stages
including an intermediate stage also feeding the low

pressure PSA device.
* * * * *



